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Knots
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I like trucks. Outside the back window of our apartment, the one in the
kitchen where Mom is packing my lunch for school—I live with my mom
and Jason—there’s this sweet truck. Right now. Outside the window. It’s the
garbage truck. Not a dump truck. Those hold sand or dirt or those little pieces
of bark or whatever, and they don’t have a lid, the dirt is just piled inside the
trailer part, and then it’s dumped somewhere, usually in people’s driveways
in the neighborhood by the lake. Sometimes I wish the garbage truck would
go dump in their driveways instead. They have trees and bushes and gardens
and beaches in that neighborhood. They do a lot of yard work. And have a lot
of truck traffic. Dad used to let me help with the yard work, when we used
to live there. In a neighborhood called Sunny Forrest. He used to push me
in the wheelbarrow down the hill when he was working in the yard. Now we
live in this stinking apartment and he lives in a different neighborhood called
Pleasant View.
Anyway, this garbage truck has a dinosaur on the side. I really like dinosaurs. And this truck sounds like a dinosaur. I guess I’ve never seen a real
dinosaur, but I think this is what a dinosaur would sound like. Miss Herman
says they’re extinct. Mom says next year, when I turn nine, we can go to the
museum downtown and look at the dinosaur bones for my birthday. So we
have this huge dumpster that always smells like leftover lasagna and roadkill,
and the door is always sticky. It’s my job to take out the trash. I hate that job. I
don’t like messy things like sand castles and papier-mâché. Mom keeps a step
stool out by the dumpster so I can reach the lid. It’s sort of heavy. Sometimes
I’m afraid it’s going to fall on my head. So this truck has these enormous
hands and it picks up the smelly, sticky dumpster and lifts it up really high in
the air, almost even with our window—kind of like Dad used to do when we
played Airplane—and tips it upside-down!! And all the trash, the SpaghettiOs cans and the paper towels I used to wipe milk off the floor and the WalMart bag of kitty litter and Mom’s Q-tips, it dumps it all into this little hole
on top of the truck. It’s amazing. Everything, all the axles and joints, like in
Jason’s erector set, working together, and the strength—the power!—of the
dinosaur garbage truck, lifting huge dumpsters day after day, and drinking
up everyone’s leftovers, it’s probably really strong from all the paper towels
soaked in milk. And then it crunches it all up, it’s so cool, it sounds like T-Rex
chewing up the Empire State building.
I like sitting and looking out this window. Sometimes Mom yells at me
when I sit on the counter. But that’s only when she’s tired or trying to cook or
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something. It’s kind of doing this rain and snow mixture outside and I don’t
really feel like going to school. I’d rather sit here and think about things. At
school, all the kids ever talk about are the movies on the Disney channel and
how they had pizza with just pepperoni for dinner last night. Most kids don’t
care about yard work or dumpsters smelling like roadkill. But I guess I’m not
most kids. I like to talk about stuff. Mrs. Karpinski tells me that I see things
different than most kids, that I notice stuff a lot. She says that makes a good
artist. I like Mrs. Karpinski. But today is Monday and we don’t have art ‘till
Thursday. I’m not a very good colorer, though. Mrs. Karpinski says there’s
other kinds of artists. Maybe I’m the kind that likes to talk about stuff. I like
to tell stories. I think kids have the best stories. They never have those cheesy
happy endings like living happily ever after or whatever because they haven’t
lived to ever after yet. I like to tell real stories, mostly. Like stories about my
hockey game yesterday.
So much red mesh is coming at me. My skates shave the surface of the ice. I’m
not really very good at stopping yet. I’m tripping and slipping. Then—slam!—
I crunch into the boards behind the net. The buzzer blares.
I’m really not very good at hockey. Dad used to play in college, so I’m supposed to be some sort of star or something. But I’m not. Dad pays for me to
play. But he never comes to any of my games. He just sends Mom a check in
the mail. I haven’t seen him since he and Mom had this big fight, right before
we moved.
My helmet has this white metal facemask and when I look through it I
sometimes have to think about focusing on things beyond the mask instead
of the huge white stripes blurring everything. When the rink comes back
into focus I see the other team laughing and high-fiving. I kind of stumble
to the bench, half walking, half skating, and gripping the lip on the boards
for safety.
“Good effort out there.” My coach does this grunt like a robot pig every
time I come off the ice. I don’t think he knows my name. But that’s okay, I like
the view from the bench anyway, our green jerseys sort of blurring with the
red. It reminds me of Christmas candy-canes, green and red stripes swirling
around the white stick. On the bench I can slurp water from the cool bottles
with the ninety-degree-angle straws. We learned about ninety degree angles
in math the other day. I like math. I thought about these water bottles while I
was in school. Anyway, the water is always cold from sitting in the rink all day,
covering up the gross plastic and spit taste and that taste like you are licking
pennies. I think it’s because all the pipes in this place are really rusty.
On the bench it’s never my fault when the other team scores. I can rest
my feet, they dangle, not quite reaching the black rubber mats that cover the
entire floor. Mom tied my skates for me before the game. I like them super
tight. Only she can tie them that tight. I tell her it gives me more control out
there. Mom knows you had to put on the cup before the pants and that you
have to pee before you put anything on. And that I liked to tuck in my jersey
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even though all the pros untuck them. She’s always the only mom with a
bunch of dads in the locker room.
The door to the ice slams shut. I jump. It ruined my thinking. I like thinking. About Mom and how she’s kind of like a mom and a dad at the same
time now. It’s another line change. That means I have to go out next. I stare at
the thick metal latch on the door. I wish to God or Santa or the North Star
that it would freeze shut so I’d never have to go back out there. I never really
know who I’m supposed to be making my wishes to anymore. Someone from
my team scored. Everyone on the bench jumps up and starts banging their
sticks on the boards. They like to do this when they’re happy. When we do
something good. We like to make a lot of noise when the other team stares at
their double-knotted laces or looks at the scoreboard to see how much longer
till the game is over. The green kids on the ice hit each other on the helmets
to celebrate.
“Who scored?” I ask the kid, Mitch, next to me.
“Clay.” He sounds like he’s talking with his mouth full because of his
mouth guard. Me and Mitch are on the same defense line. We always change
lines after someone scores, so we go back out on the ice for the face-off.
Ummm, this next part is kind of embarrassing. But it’s important to the
story. Okay, this is what happened. I was really thirsty and the water was so
cold and I was sort of playing with the straw too much. And I didn’t want to
have to go all the way back to the locker room and take off all these layers.
And I would never be able to put them all back on. And they didn’t put the
black rubber in the bathroom. And I thought I could hold it till the end of
the game. But it just sort of happened, you know? I felt like I was going to
explode. You can’t really help these things. And it felt so good. It was kind of
warm. And it was running down my legs and spreading everywhere and then
it kind of didn’t feel so good. It actually felt kind of gross. Worse than papiermâché. And it got really cold, and I could smell it then, and I knew Mom
would know. And I felt like that time I took a dollar out of Mom’s purse so I
could get a Coke in the pop machine down in the basement of our apartment.
That feeling, Mom called it guilt, when I crawled in bed with her that night
‘cause I couldn’t sleep and told her everything. And I cried a little. Jason, my
brother, never cries. And that guilt, now, it was coating me, like the sticky
syrup you get on your fingers when you have pancakes for breakfast. Except it
was like my whole body. And I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to move, because
it reminded me of this gross sticky stuff. And now it kind of stung between
my legs. And Mitch was looking at me funny. They all were looking at me. Always watching me with all their questions. Like: what is wrong with that kid?
Why is he always acting so weird? Mom says it’s okay to be weird sometimes.
That if everyone was the same, this world would be pretty boring. But I knew
I was too old to still be wetting my pants. And I didn’t want them to know.
She wouldn’t say anything until the car ride home. But she would know. She
probably already knew. She would ask, “Hey, did you have another accident?”
and I would slurp my Gatorade as an answer. Jason would smirk in the front
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seat. I was always getting in trouble for smirking when she was yelling at him.
But Mom would just turn down Jock Jams and drive home in silence.
Jason comes into the kitchen where I’m sitting on the counter. He has on his
Red Wings hat, backwards.
“What’cha looking at, Miles?”
“The garbage truck. You just missed it. It was so cool.” He’s acting normal,
like nothing happened last night, so I try to be normal too. “Nice hat.”
“Thanks.” He opens the fridge and frowns because we’re out of milk. He
sees my dirty cereal bowl in the sink, and I think he’s going to yell at me for
finishing the milk. But he doesn’t. He comes over and puts his hat on my
head. Backwards like him. “You wear it today,” he says.
At home after the hockey game, Mom’s doing laundry. I love laundry days.
We got our own washer and dryer last year, when the one in the basement
kept busting. Today, I’m waiting for the dryer with the laundry basket on my
head. I do this when Mom’s mad at me. I feel like a turtle inside its shell. I
take out the warm, clean-smelling clothes when they’re done and pile them
on top of me in the basket and it feels like sleeping in on a Saturday morning
in Mom’s bed. When she comes in to fold the dry clothes, I jump out of the
basket. She pretends I scared her. I knew she could see me the whole time.
Jason is in his room with the door shut again. I don’t know why he has to
have his door shut all the time. Usually the shut door means he does NOT
want to play with his little brother, or sometimes it means DO NOT DISTURB, as in don’t even bother knocking. He said he needed one of those
signs they hang on the doorknobs in hotels. But I’ve never been to a hotel, so
I don’t know what he’s talking about. I don’t know what he’s talking about a
lot of the time. But I always listen anyway. I thought maybe today, with the
smell of laundry in the air, maybe today could be different. I knocked really
lightly, but his music was too loud. I knew he couldn’t hear me. The knocking
was just so I didn’t have to lie later. I open the door and hollered his name.
He’s reading a magazine in bed in the middle of the afternoon.
“Jason!” He still didn’t notice me. “Jay, can I turn down your music?” I walk
to the CD player.
“Dude!” He says dude a lot. Then there’s the typical: “Miles-don’t-touchmy-stuff-you-scared-me-why-didn’t-you-knock?!!” Then he pulls up his covers and throws his magazine behind the bed.
“Hey. Do you wanna race me?” I was talking about slot cars. I had the
track pieces in a box under my bed. It used to be his. Dad got it for him for
Christmas some time before I can remember. Jason told me once that he’d
never be too old for slot car races. Me either. Maybe he’d let me have the
green car. It was a little slower than the yellow one, so you could hold the
trigger all the way down without it flying off the track. Except on the curves.
The yellow one is harder to control the speed. So the green one always got the
outside lane because there’s this gap in the track and you have to slow way
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down if you don’t want your car to go flying. And then there’s the cross-overs
that are sort of tricky. They’re kind of like railroad cross-overs where there isn’t
any track for a second. And the smell. I love that smell. The smell of metal
heating up, burning kind of. You never want to touch the bottom of the car
after a race. It’s WAY hot. I would know. I burned my finger on it last year.
Jason told me it would be hot but I didn’t believe him. I take his advice more
seriously now.
He did NOT want to play slot cars.
Once, when I was six, Jason took me to the park. It was right after we moved,
right after Dad left, before Mom got her job at the hospital. She was really
sad all the time. She took a lot of naps then. Sometimes she wouldn’t even
get out of bed in the mornings to make my lunch for school. So Jason would
pack me peanut butter sandwiches, cut into four triangles like I like them, and
leave my lunch on the counter for me. He has to leave earlier than me for high
school. Sometimes I would get up early with him and he would let me watch
cartoons instead of ESPN those mornings. I would brush my teeth while he
shaved in our tiny bathroom. I liked watching him put that white foam on his
face and then wipe it off in neat strips.
But anyway, when we went to the park we brought a football and a loaf of
bread. He told me that boys need yards to run around in, and since we didn’t
have a yard anymore, we have to go to the park. He let me carry his football
the whole way to the park. He showed me how to put my fingers on the laces
and how to throw a spiral, but I wasn’t very good at it. He told me that my
hands weren’t big enough yet, but in a couple years, the NFL scouts would
be all over looking for me. I knew he was kidding, but it still made me feel
good. Then we went over to the pond and fed the ducks little pieces of bread.
I even saw a turtle! It poked its head up to eat a piece of the bread I threw in.
I can’t believe turtles like soggy bread. Gross. I think turtles look kind of like
dinosaurs.
Jason is a pretty cool big brother. Someday, when I’m in high school, I
want to be just like him.
After Jason tells me to get out of his room I go to my own room and think
about what a bad day it’s been. First, I made Mom mad at me when I peed
my pants at the hockey game. And now Jason’s mad at me for going in his
room. I hate it when everyone’s mad at me and there’s no one to play with.
Sometimes I do this thing when I am really bored where I lay on my bed and
stare at my closet door and make animals and faces out of the knots in the
wood. There is this one that looks exactly like a dog. I even showed Jason and
he said it looked like a dog. It has the floppy ears and shorter nose, kind of
like a puppy and a stubby body, like Snoopy I guess, and then this awesome
tail. It’s like sticking straight up and sort of looks like a candle, like that tall
skinny kind. I wish I could have a dog. There there’s this other one that looks
like a skull of something with antlers. Maybe an antelope or whatever those
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deer in Africa are called. But the skull has this hole in the top of it. Well, it’s
like this oval where the wood is a lot darker so it looks like a hole. Sometimes
I think that’s where they took his brain out when he died. Because we aren’t
really going to have much use for a brain after we’re dead, so maybe it’s like
recycled or something and some baby antelope gets this dead antelope’s brain.
But then the baby antelope would know everything about being an adult antelope and that wouldn’t be fun at all. And there is this other one that looks
exactly like Bozo the Clown. Well, just his head. But there is the crazy hair. It
looks like Mom’s hair right when she’s done blow-drying it. And there are the
eyes that are huge! And, well I’m not really scared of clowns, but this clown
looks like he’s screaming. The mouth is wide open and the eyes are huge and
sort of surprised to see whatever they are looking at. But not the good kind
of surprised. Like scared-surprised. And I kind of fall asleep thinking about
what the clown is looking at. But I keep on thinking even in my sleep. Except
I don’t remember what I was thinking about. I don’t think my brain ever turns
off though, it just keeps making up these stories even when I don’t tell it to.
Sometimes when I’m awake I think that someone accidentally gave me this
adult brain but deleted all the stuff about what comes after ninety-degree
angles and what guilt feels like. So I am always stuck kind of never really fitting anywhere. Sometimes I wish I didn’t have to think so much.
I wake up and think I hear someone screaming. It sounds like it came
from a girl out in the street. She sounds like she was hurt. Or scared. Maybe
it’s the girl who lived in the apartment complex next to ours. Sometimes she
let me ride her bike. I love bikes! But hers is pink with these white plastic like
pom-pom things coming out of the handlebars. No good if Jason sees me. So
I rush out of my room to the kitchen to look out the window to see if she fell
off her bike or something. It looks like it’s around dinnertime. It’s not quite
dark out yet. But no one’s out there except the dumpster. Mom left a note on
the counter that said she was going out and that we could have hot dogs for
dinner. I knew we didn’t have any buns. I hated hot dogs on bread. The bread
was never thick enough and the ketchup would get all over my hands. Maybe
Lindsay was over. I hated when Jason had his girlfriend over when he’s supposed to be my babysitter. She doesn’t like slot cars or little brothers very
much. I hated when Mom went out and came home smelling like Dad used
to smell and telling me to go to bed. Taking out the trash is not the only thing
I hate about living in this smelly apartment. Sometimes I wish the garbage
truck would just take me away too. But Mom tells me not to say things like
that because it makes her sad.
And then I hear it. There’s definitely girl noises coming from Jason’s room.
But they are not talking noises. They’re kind of like Coach’s robot pig noises.
But kind of like someone-stuffed-a-pillow-in-a-dinosaur noises. I can hear
them because he left his door open. Because I was sleeping when she got
here.
And I go put on my new shoes to show off. Because people, including
girlfriends, love to see my new basketball shoes. Because they are still white,
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even though it’s February. Because I’ve been avoiding the mud puddles. And
Jason hears me moving around. Because basketball shoes aren’t very quiet
on linoleum. And he says a word I’m not allowed to repeat. And then she
repeats it. And sometimes I get in trouble for repeating what Jason says. And
then I see them. It looks like he’s trying to hurt her or something, because
he’s sitting on her, and she looks so scared and like I’m supposed to save her
or something but I know I can’t go in there because they aren’t wearing any
clothes and Mom tells me to wait out in the hall when she’s changing in her
room but I think somehow this is different but I don’t know what I should do
and I don’t really know what’s going on but I suddenly feel like I felt in the
game yesterday, like I’m covered in syrup and I can’t move and I’m not able to
stop looking at them and I feel gross and I feel this warmth in my pants but
it’s different than in the game because I wasn’t playing with the straws on the
water bottles and he knows I’m watching but doesn’t stop and she goes on
making the pillow-dinosaur noises and I hide in the bathroom and fall asleep
on the floor in there where there aren’t any closet-faces until Jason orders a
pizza with just pepperoni and I’m hungry and he tells me to never tell anyone
and that this would just be our secret and and and—
I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be telling this story. Jason is going to kill me if he ever
finds out. Sometimes I feel like my brain is going too fast like the yellow slot
car and that I can’t really control the trigger very good and that one of these
days I’m going to go flying off one of the corners. Sometimes I wish I could
trade in my memories for that antelope’s brain and just run around in Africa.
Or be made into someone’s closet door. But I don’t tell Mom these things
anymore. Because I don’t want to make her sad.
After Jason leaves for school, I try to forget about what happened last
night. Maybe it was just some game like Monopoly or Poker that Jason says
he’ll teach me when I get bigger. Maybe his girlfriend really liked it. I just
can’t figure out why I couldn’t watch, why I felt that gross sticky feeling. And
I don’t know why now I feel sort of wrecked, like when somebody goes out in
the parking lot after it snows and puts their footprints everywhere.
Mom comes into the kitchen and tries to tie the laces on my new basketball shoes for school, the tight way, so they don’t come off at recess, but I
told her I could do it. I need to practice so someday I can tie my skates and
then she won’t have to come in the locker room anymore. She hands me my
lunch and tries to kiss me goodbye, but I lick her nose before she can. I like
to do this when she’s having a grumpy morning. Because it makes her smile.
Because sometimes, in a family, you have to think about how you make the
other people feel. And then we do this thing where she asks to smell my
breath to make sure I brushed my teeth. And then I leave. And it’s just like
every other morning.
Except this morning, I jump in all the puddles.
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Sometimes when I’m awake I think that someone accidentally gave me this
adult brain but deleted all the stuff about what comes after ninety-degree
angles and what guilt feels like. So I am always stuck kind of never really fitting anywhere. Sometimes I wish I didn’t have to think so much.
I wake up and think I hear someone screaming. It sounds like it came
from a girl out in the street. She sounds like she was hurt. Or scared. Maybe
it’s the girl who lived in the apartment complex next to ours. Sometimes she
let me ride her bike. I love bikes! But hers is pink with these white plastic like
pom-pom things coming out of the handlebars. No good if Jason sees me. So
I rush out of my room to the kitchen to look out the window to see if she fell
off her bike or something. It looks like it’s around dinnertime. It’s not quite
dark out yet. But no one’s out there except the dumpster. Mom left a note on
the counter that said she was going out and that we could have hot dogs for
dinner. I knew we didn’t have any buns. I hated hot dogs on bread. The bread
was never thick enough and the ketchup would get all over my hands. Maybe
Lindsay was over. I hated when Jason had his girlfriend over when he’s supposed to be my babysitter. She doesn’t like slot cars or little brothers very
much. I hated when Mom went out and came home smelling like Dad used
to smell and telling me to go to bed. Taking out the trash is not the only thing
I hate about living in this smelly apartment. Sometimes I wish the garbage
truck would just take me away too. But Mom tells me not to say things like
that because it makes her sad.
And then I hear it. There’s definitely girl noises coming from Jason’s room.
But they are not talking noises. They’re kind of like Coach’s robot pig noises.
But kind of like someone-stuffed-a-pillow-in-a-dinosaur noises. I can hear
them because he left his door open. Because I was sleeping when she got
here.
And I go put on my new shoes to show off. Because people, including
girlfriends, love to see my new basketball shoes. Because they are still white,
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he’s sitting on her, and she looks so scared and like I’m supposed to save her
or something but I know I can’t go in there because they aren’t wearing any
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and I don’t really know what’s going on but I suddenly feel like I felt in the
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it’s different than in the game because I wasn’t playing with the straws on the
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car and that I can’t really control the trigger very good and that one of these
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trade in my memories for that antelope’s brain and just run around in Africa.
Or be made into someone’s closet door. But I don’t tell Mom these things
anymore. Because I don’t want to make her sad.
After Jason leaves for school, I try to forget about what happened last
night. Maybe it was just some game like Monopoly or Poker that Jason says
he’ll teach me when I get bigger. Maybe his girlfriend really liked it. I just
can’t figure out why I couldn’t watch, why I felt that gross sticky feeling. And
I don’t know why now I feel sort of wrecked, like when somebody goes out in
the parking lot after it snows and puts their footprints everywhere.
Mom comes into the kitchen and tries to tie the laces on my new basketball shoes for school, the tight way, so they don’t come off at recess, but I
told her I could do it. I need to practice so someday I can tie my skates and
then she won’t have to come in the locker room anymore. She hands me my
lunch and tries to kiss me goodbye, but I lick her nose before she can. I like
to do this when she’s having a grumpy morning. Because it makes her smile.
Because sometimes, in a family, you have to think about how you make the
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